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On a hot summer day in 2008, hundreds of Himali people gathered
to celebrate their Constituent Assembly (CA) representatives. A common
theme in the speeches of participants at this event organized by the Himali
Loktantrik Ganatantrik Nagarik Manch was the liberation of indigenous
peoples from 240 years of Hinduization of the country and the beginning
of a new Nepal. The Constituent Assembly members, responsible for
drafting a new constitution for the now secular state, were reminded of
Himali peoples’ struggles for their citizenship rights and their contribution
in making the Peoples’ Popular Movement of 2006 successful. As a
response, CA members assured the audience that the new constitution will
be fully democratic, protecting the rights of all indigenous peoples of
Nepal.
Participant observation of many other such meetings that summer
in Kathmandu shows reference to 240 years of Hinduization persisted in
indigenous participants’ speeches. Hinduization is the process by which
the country of Nepal was turned into a Hindu state disregarding the
diverse cultural, religious and linguistic nature of the people and often
replacing their culture, religion and language with that of dominant
Bahuns’ and Chhetris’ from the Hills of Nepal through political, legal and
constitutional measures (Gaige 1975). Gaige has pointed out that
Hinduization, the process by which Nepali, a Sanskrit based language as
well as Hindu practices have been introduced to the peoples in Nepal,
actually extends beyond linguistic and religious changes to include a
whole complex of interrelated cultural changes, ranging from the adoption
of different values to that of different clothing styles and food preferences.
Therefore, Nepalization is a broader and a more appropriate term for this
process (Gaige 1975, 23). However the process of homogenization is
termed, it is evident that it provides historical legitimacy for indigenous
movements. Under the auspice of this legitimacy, many indigenous groups
now rally around social actions aimed at transcending the oppressive
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political structure and moving towards a fully democratic one, as
suggested by the Interim Constitution of Nepal, 2007.
Religious pluralism in contemporary Nepal refers to the current
transitional phase of the country where indigenous religious identities are
competing with previously nationalized Hindu identity. Transformation of
the country into a secular state and recognition of indigenous peoples have
created a need for constructing a new national identity by Nepali citizens.
In contrast to the previously Hindu kingdom, indigenous peoples today are
neither subjects nor second class citizens from a legal and political
standpoint. However, socio-cultural translation of these changes at local
level has not occurred at the same pace as at the national level and
continues to sustain indigenous movements. Better understanding of
religious pluralism and its effects in contemporary Nepal is achieved
through identification of indigenous peoples and their concerns. Analysis
of legal and political history that gave rise to indigenous movements
further sheds light on the current metamorphosis of the country.
This paper examines the criteria for identification of indigenous
peoples in Nepal and their concerns. It goes one step further to include
voices of those not actively participating nor represented in indigenous
movements. This paper is threefold. First, I examine governmental
policies that have encouraged social exclusion of indigenous nationalities
in Nepal leading to the rise of indigenous movements. Second, I highlight
indigenous concerns that are on the forefront of these movements followed
by the perception of indigenous movements among observer Nepali
citizens. Third, the paper presents the prospects for a fully democratic
country under the recognized religious plurality in contemporary Nepal.
Ethnographic data on indigenous movements in Nepal shows that
indigenous leaders are actively pursuing their goal of creating a fully
democratic country, and citizens are struggling to redefine identity in the
now secular state.
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